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Introduction 



It should be noted first that I created this collection 
for myself — to give me a reason to complete part 
of what would otherwise have been an open-ended 
project that could have easily fizzled out. The underly¬ 
ing impetus for these poems is practice: I started 2019 
thinking, c Tm not a poet, but maybe I could be, if I 
give it a go”. This book is me giving it a go. 

Secondly, it should be emphasised that these are in 
essence my first poems. IVe scribbled a few bits of 
meaningless nonsense of the years, tried to learn 
about poetry, and written occasional, amateurish, too- 
long haiku. But only at the start of 2019 did several 
events and influences coincide to spur me to try writ¬ 
ing haiku, and later free-form poetry, regularly. More 
specifically, to try to THINK in poetry, when thought¬ 
ful moments arose. 

And it stuck. I started writing haiku in a similar way 
to taking photographs (which has been a personal 
and professional activity for many years) — finding 
small scenes or events on walks, trying to capture little 
moments, and then, most importantly, trying to frame 
them in the clearest, simplest way, while including 
hints of supporting information. This is something 
haiku do wonderfully, especially in the use of sea¬ 
son words, which are analogous to an out-of-focus 
background of bare branches in winter, the darkness 
behind a sunlit object that suggests the threat of a 
spring shower, or a chill autumn wind hinted at by 
motion blur on leaves — all of which give a subtle if 
not entirely subconscious context to the main subject. 



As I read more haiku, and more about their formal 
and structural aspects, I found something which suited 
my way of expressing myself, being primarily about 
the natural world which I could happily observe, 
photograph and write about all day long That in turn 
lead to more confidence in writing free-form poetry, 
which was also directly influenced by being given a 
copy of c We Own the Forests and other Poems’ by 
Hans Borli, a mainly nature-based collection which I 
still rate above all others I’ve collected and read over 
the past year and a half 

Speaking of formal elements of haiku, like most 
people, I started from the misconception that 5-7-5 
syllables was ‘correct’. Having read more about the 
best structure to approximate the length of a spoken 
Japanese haiku, and which would contain about the 
same amount of information (with the corresponding 
grammatical terseness), I settled on a 4-6-4 structure 
for the majority of mine, occasionally dropping down 
to 3-5-3 or 3-4-3 where it suited. Many of my early 
5-7-5 attempts were re-written for this collection, 
although a few strays that resisted shortening remain. 

As well as haiku (and technically senryu — the same 
structure as haiku, but relating to personal, emotional 
aspects of life), I also write sometimes in the tanka 
format, where the haiku structure is followed by an 
additional two lines of the longer length. In this 
respect I was very much influenced by the Japanese 
poet Saigyo. 
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As for my free-form poems, I would tentatively 
describe many as impressionistic. Often written half 
asleep, they’re sometimes genuine dreams, and some¬ 
times ambitious attempts to describe something far 
larger than my abilities allow. But maybe you don’t 
need to understand if the thing I was thinking about 
was the sun or my ego or an insect. If you can vaguely 
see the images I try to present, perhaps the feelings I 
was trying to capture will also filter through, without 
you needing to understand the literal references. Or 
maybe this is just lazy, pretentious poetry — exactly 
the sort of thing I don’t like to read, and which you’ll 
quite rightly hate. But it’s often what comes out of my 
head at the times I feel I need to express something 
that starts within me rather than from the world out¬ 
side, and it would be wrong to censor myself purely to 
avoid embarrassment, so here they are. 

One other element to my poetry which crops up a 
lot is buddhism. I’ve been tentatively dipping my 
toe in buddhist ideas for a few years in an attempt 
to change aspects of my life. For this reason it now 
frames thought processes that were always there, and 
so is bound to crop up in my poems. Sometimes I use 
buddhism to explore poetic ideas, sometimes the other 
way around, and though they perhaps may sound 
forced or overly sincere, they’re honestly meant. 

So, to sum up, these are beginner’s poems, and were 
written and collected in a spirit of experimentation 
and practice. There are many aspects which I myself 
am not happy with — naive sentiments, bad word 
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choices and grammar, repetitive themes, the danger 
of descending into a stinking hole of pretentiousness. 
That said there are also many poems in here which 
I’m very proud of, especially among the haiku. 

So please don’t judge too harshly, and I hope there’s 
something in here that’s worth reading — glimpses of 
feelings, ideas or images that might move you in some 
small way. 
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Nature — haiku 


13 



season cycle 


spring nearing 
the distant sound 
travels far 

spring starting 
unfurling leaves 
beckoning 

young summer 
the wind gentle 
caressing 

summer’s height 
the heat draining 
unmoving 

late summer 
the topsoil dry 
and shifting 

autumn’s turn 
earth absorbing 
dampened air 


14 Nature - haiku 



autumn storm 
the leaves piling 
far away 

bleak winter 
the lack of snow 
unsettling 

deep winter 
a lone robin 
just standing 


Nature - haiku 15 



white-swirling gulls 

bare branches cross-hatching 

smeared grey clouds 


fallen blossom 

among crushed red cherries 

— feathers — torn flesh 


Climbing through trees, 
the silence unnoticed 
till a bird sings. 

The bright point of a voice 
desperate to be heard. 


branches quiver 

three herons glide — one drops 

chased by a crow 


16 Nature - haiku 



dark rain clouds 
above sunlit tree tops 
seagulls flicker 


crouched in cloud 

below the star’s piercing stare 

the Buck Moon 


under its hood 

pale face to the damp grass 

the tree fungus 


mist like a ghost 

and where there isn’t light 

— nothing! 


Nature - haiku 17 



curled copper ferns 
a crow on a wood post 
and shining dew 


a robin, 

then blackbird, then rat 
brave the cold 


Edges curled up, 

the bright scattered leaves lie 

on black tarmac, 

as if lit by lightning 

while falling through the night. 


spread wings, pink feet 
touch down in unison 
on dewy grass 


18 Nature - haiku 



coot’s beak clap 
echoes on water 
muted leaves 


Privileged 
to walk under trees 
smell their scent 
be gifted the drips 
from spread-open leaves. 


silver streaks 

the cloud-hedged gardens 
of the sky 


lazy magpie 

leaving the rail humming 
the train flies past 


Nature - haiku 19 



The kestrel gone — 
a background of dark leaves, 
wildly beating 
Fighting the rising wind, 
all lost in the moment. 


a crack — flapping 
a pigeon scavenges 
what a squirrel drops 


the rain stops 
my shelter becomes 
just a tree 


invasive pest 

or so gardening books say 
beautiful moth 


20 Nature - haiku 



leaf litter 
flutters, pauses 
song thrush 


A tiny wasp 
ovipositor stabbing 
in its death throes. 
Wasn’t a mosquito — 
I killed it needlessly. 


white-washed street 
climbing to the clouds 
silent seagulls 


a single star 

its light so piercing 

I can’t think 


Nature - haiku 21 



ducking under 

low leaves brush your head 

determined ant 


bent old willow 
weeping in solitude 
into the mirror 


Beautiful scene 
delicately painted 
with bee’s bristles. 

Only awful moments 
can approach permanence. 


limbless statue 
a perched crow for a head 
perfectly still 


22 Nature - haiku 



hunched dense clouds 
sea foam over shallows 
buffeted, dumb 


heather and gorse 
line twisting tarmac 
wagtail flick 


burst of branches 
from an ivy-clad core — 
creased old lime bark 


out of nowhere 
rustle of pigeon flight 
lovers 5 soft breath 


Nature - haiku 23 



Among polished stones 
the iridescent wings 
of a dead moth — 
but it’s the moss-like stone 
that my eye rests upon. 


how can sunset 
be beauty perfected 
every day? 


falling leaf 
one metre away 
you tease me 


the blackbird 

picks up leaves picks up leaves 
picks up leaves 


24 Nature - haiku 



in vast kingdoms 
live great warriors 
with six legs 


tiny spider 

tracing the back of my hand 
as I’m texting 


lilac flowers 

a weed grows in a crack 
where path meets wall 


bushwarbler 
you are mistaken 
in your songs 1 


1 Uguisu mistranslated (deliberately, romantically) as nightingale in translations of Japanese poems 


Nature - haiku 25 



caterpillar 

on the railway embankment 
dreaming of flight 


Pale wings beat 
soaring on thermals 
of rising mist. 

The hunter’s focus 
— onsen mosquito. 


record heat 

the seasons changed 

forever 


beautiful moon 
behind beautiful clouds 
behind a tree 


26 Nature - haiku 



Motionless 

trees over our heads 

unnoticed — 

still as the Buddha 

rooted to the ground. 


three pigeons 

refuse to leave the puddle 

feathers ruffled 


leaf litter moves 
a worm hangs from a beak 
— song thrush 


mottled crow 
hunch-shouldered woman 
casts a glance 


Nature - haiku 27 



windswept sea front 
eager seagull swoops low 
wingtip to tarmac 


on a bench 
facing a strong wind 
fly in my ear 


grey-green pigeon 
sparse-tufted old oak 
white-black pigeon 


sun beckons new life 

pine cones spread wooden petals 

wind carves deep wrinkles 


28 Nature - haiku 



sycamore seed 

your wing crushed on the earth 
successful flight 


Nature - haiku 29 



30 



Sleep 


31 



The true span 


In the moments after waking 
before an unnoticed instinct 
stuffs my spreading soul back 
into the constraints and shape 
I call my self 

I perceive briefly and dimly 
the true span my life touches. 


32 Sleep 



Breeching the surface of sleep 


I come to bed an hour after you 

creeping as quietly as I can into the room 

but before my eyes have even adjusted enough 

to navigate by the faint light 

of the bedside clock by your head 

you begin muttering a monologue of complaint 

I’m hit in the chest by your explosive sigh 

and rocked by the mattress bucking 

as you half-breech the surface of sleep — 

a scarred white whale 

hunted by a relentless insomnia 

until, beached in a bay of discomfort 

skin drying in the prickling heat 

your last complaint is sprayed skyward 

and you slide lifeless into the deep. 


Sleep 33 



Dreaming / Waking 


Waking, forming - the same tired shape, the scuffed old mould 
a jelly-fish blob, a stinging tentacle tangle 
filaments of memory trailing old bitterness 
if those threads could only catch fragments of dreams — 
quartz sparkles, flecks of gold 
— drag them above the surface, line the dull nest. 

My feet have run the beach with Odysseus 
my thighs were steam pumps feeding water to millions 
my arms have been moth-wings of silk and gold thread 
that the breeze lifted lovingly into the thin stratosphere 
I’ve seen exploding worlds with the eyes of a mantis shrimp 
I’ve breathed with the lungs of Buddha. 

But the dream world’s physics is arbitrary and twisted 
it whips and cracks and disorientates for fun 
I’m the object of my dreams, they hold me tight 
a doll for desire to dress in gaudy rags. 

A dark shape shifts. Reality! A driftwood trunk 
grasped desperately before the final slide down 
and I gasp, for what is lost, for what I’ve escaped 
I glance down, suddenly remembering the quartz 
and gold, but it has washed from my skin 
flickers momentarily below the surface, and sinks. 


34 Sleep 



Waking up 


As the sun infuses 
the world with life — 
first calls of birds 
first stirrings of limbs — 
the weight of heavy sleep 
dissolves into thinner wisps 
of gentle dreaming 
Soft breathing draws in 
a late summer breeze — 
coolness that already 
contains the threat of heat. 

The rise of a chest nearby 
a sigh from another room 
the sun rising from cloud 
covers pushed away by feet 
the land stretched out, warming 
The breeze cools the skin 
and the dreamfolk step back — 
without any goodbye 
they turn and disappear 
through the wall of sleep 
as it hardens into day — 
the world baked solid 
by the strengthening light. 


Sleep 35 



Sleep-owl 


Sleep, like the downy feathers 

of a mother owl in a winter storm 

flutters over my skin 

swaddles and soothes 

protects from the cold 

allows me to survive another day 


36 Sleep 



Waves of insomnia 


a haze 

thick and wet 

heat lies on my skin 

fabrics trap stagnant air 

mosquitoes whine their lust 

my forehead is a sketch of anger 

wave after wave after wave after wave 

and sleep dares not approach 

wave after wave after wave 

of hateful thoughts 

after wave after 

buffeting 

wave 


Sleep 37 
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Spring - haiku 


39 



blossom swirling 
over the New Kent Road 
faster than cars 


in the wet spring air 
the horizon is obscured — 
things held close are clear 


paintbrush floating 
in the sink — in the sun 
bright curls of white 


the more it rains 
the more sky there is 
to reflect on 


40 Spring - haiku 



Seed pods hang low — 
recent rain drips from them 
in an empty park. 

A rumble of thunder, 
a distant argument. 


concrete channel 
filled with a constant rain 
of drifting seeds 


between fence bars 
sparrow’s feathers ruffled 
by a warm wind 


thick, wet air 
my lungs floating 
to summer 


Spring - haiku 41 



kerbs edged with pink 
wind-swirled blossom pressed to them 
the road sweeper comes 


thick blue morning air 
winter’s chill a memory 
the sun wrapped in mist 


blossom falling — look! 

the young year’s pretend snowfall 

anticipation 


birds’ caution gone 
their song floats on rich air 
through open doors 


42 Spring - haiku 



the bee’s draft stirs 
the blossom carpet 
like snow flurries 


blossom on the road 
stencils a car’s outline 
eerie stillness 


knotted knuckle 

just one blossom still grows 

weaker each year 


I almost miss 

the harsh days of winter 

but spring distracts 


Spring - haiku 43 



feet tucked under 

new sparrows in their nest 

green leaves, grey sky 


spring evening sun 
over walls and railways 
humming along 


seagulls flee 

as the raw sun breaks 

the horizon 


the woods are lit 
by a single bright lamp 
with yellow leaves 


44 Spring - haiku 



my hoard of gold 
kept safely out of reach 
in the treetops 


drooping birch leaves 
gold coins hanging heavy 
on wet branches 


sudden downpour 
my wedding ring slipping 
down my finger 


the trailing edge 

of an ominous cloud — 

playtime over 


Spring - haiku 45 



half hiding 

in a bright spring sky — 
surprise moon! 


46 Spring - haiku 
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48 



Dreams 


49 



The ocean, seething 


Don’t try to crowd me, Continents 

you can’t compress me 

I’ll work on you slowly 

with concentration so intense 

and patience so vast 

I’ll grind each petty stone to sand. 


Stay away, animal, I’ll drown you 

I can’t be placated 

your sacrifices are as shallow 

as my anger is deep 

your howled curses as impotent 

as the hurricanes that caress me. 


Stop staring, foul Moon 

your dull eye just offends 

you alone have the strength 

to jostle and tug me 

but it’s just a nudge here and there 

and does nothing but rile me. 


50 Dreams 



I’ll let you gaze on my surface 
my white rock companion — 
as round as if I’d rolled you 
back and forth across heavens 
grinding off your rough edges 
while I mused idly on eternity 


But let me sleep now, and wait 
The melting ice is swelling me 
and I dream of conquering the land. 


Dreams 51 



The back of the world 


I am asleep — 

flat out spread-eagled beautiful sleep 

soaring like a heron on sharp-jointed wings 

hooking my bones over the horizon 

hanging carelessly, watching the world’s skin crawl 

with its billions of petty concerns 

I shimmy over the edge and glide downwards 

the rear disc of the world featureless dull brass 

with occasional eyelets for hanging 

the speed of my swoop grows me 

feathers blurring into rainclouds 

the first moisture in eons to mist that bare surface 

streaking the brass with a tarnish of green life 

breathing, growing, perspiring, expiring 


I land — 

a slug, dessicated and bubbling on a gravel path 
each crumb of stone irritating me into reality 
coated in mucus, salt, grit and bacteria 
— awake. 


52 Dreams 



The corkscrew 


I drop the corkscrew 
down a hundred spiral stairs. 
The guild of corkscrewers 
all scramble to retrieve it. 


Dreams 53 



River folk 


these people — this river 
wood shudders — skin shivers 
light scatters — colour gone 
smoke sinks — whispered song 
wood creaks — skin sags 
stained teeth — oiled rags 
reeds hide — eyes scan 
chilled hearts — old clan 


54 Dreams 



He screams until he dies 


A breath-freezing dream 
about you falling 
down the shit-flecked gap 
between train and platform 
while I ran in sunlight 
obliviously dragging 
our screaming son ever further 
from his last moment with you. 


Time reclines satisfied 
a job well done 
memory’s gaping awfulness 
renders you nonexistent 
and I will never forget 
a moment I didn’t even notice. 


Vultures glide silently over. 
Our son screams until he dies. 


Dreams 55 



My son the cat 


My son is a cat 

exploring under cars 

chased by a crow 

that wants the necklace he holds. 


In innocence he is fearless 

and childishly stubborn 

and the crow precise and tender 

as it plucks the necklace from his grasp 


56 Dreams 
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Summer - haiku 


59 



that day at last! 
crossing for the shade 
not the sun 


ripples of light 
a coot bathes in bright sun 
the air warming 


on a fence 

like smoke on a breeze 
sun through trees 


Through the curled edge 
of a passing raincloud 
the sun burning — 
a bright ball in grey surf 
on a clear sea of blue. 


60 Summer - haiku 



the trailing edge 
of a passing raincloud 
sun burning through 


summer robin 
pauses quizzically 
in shabby clothes 


out of rainfall 
I pass under the tree 
into sunshine 


I walk through 
scattered pigeons 
on the grass 


Summer - haiku 61 



wild pink foxgloves 
triumphant by the tracks 
flowerboxes wilt 


eyes itching 
night air seeping in 
sleep waiting 


thick folds of cloud 
darkness under bedclothes 
the air electric 


flurries of white 
settling on the hot ground 
black poplar 


62 Summer - haiku 



red streak of cloud 

fire from a dragon’s mouth 

over parched grass 


rolling fields 
brushed by low sunlight 
naked shoulders 


closed eyes see white 
held in a sphere of sounds 
still air listens 


haze under trees 

the night-storm didn’t come 

the day can’t sleep 


Summer - haiku 63 



On taut threads 
you dart and vibrate, 
hoverfly. 

Strummed by the soft breeze, 
humming j oyfully. 


nostrils flare like buds 
deep breaths in the soft air 
chlorophyll’s sharp scent 


too-dark leaves 
fall too quickly 
as sparrows 
sit and chatter 
while the air cools 


too-dark leaves 
fall too quickly 
sparrows land 


64 Summer - haiku 



In colour — 

one tree hugs a streetlight 
in blackness — 
the moon hangs alone 
playing with shadows. 


the branches swirl 
like a magician’s cape 
pigeons scatter 


woke early 
a stunning sunrise 
late to work 


pointing down from 
skyward-reaching branches 
parakeet’s tail 


Summer - haiku 65 



sun-glow — 
the brilliant green 
of oak leaves 


storm-scattered twigs 
snap under my wheels 
calm August day 


stormy night 

the hottest day starts 

an argument 


paper fan leaves 
pouting white flowers 
drooping in the heat 


66 Summer - haiku 



the whining fan 

the humming mosquito 

work to be done 


through the fan’s whirr 
the streetlamp lights my book 
alone past bedtime 


in hot dark air 
trapped between conifers 
pink petals glow 


under cool trees 

still air rumbles in my ears 

as I ride on 


Summer - haiku 67 



birds murmur 

quiet after hours of song 

solstice morning 


soft summer rain 
seagulls glide tip to tip 
flies spiral dance 


rain hovers 

above long-parched fields 
sheep huddle 


the train races on 
past sunlit folds of rape 
into a storm 


68 Summer - haiku 
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70 



Thought 



Struggling 


Ploughed fields 
unwalkable, claggy 
earth-stinking and barren. 

Red flashes 

blood-bubbles rush 

through squint-creased temples. 

Crumpling 

iron, brittle and rusted 

more serrated hole than substance. 

Crumbling 

rotten wood, sodden fungus 

the old barrel of a torso empty and airless. 

Struggling on 

while disintegrating 

the journey shakes me to pieces. 


72 Thoughts 



Wind in a tunnel 


Our thoughts — 
a whole life of them — 
are just wind in a tunnel: 
a vast hole right 
through a mountain 
a cliff on each side 
a clear, empty sky above 
nothing in the tunnel 
no one on the mountain. 


Thoughts 73 



Anxiety attack 


There’s water cascading 
down the walls 

peeling paint and soaking carpet 
possessions ruined 
damp and mould 
the lights fused. 

I cling to the bed in the middle 
while outside a single drip 
falls from the windowsill. 

It’s not so bad, they say, 
it can be repaired. 

But no-one offers to do the work. 


74 Thoughts 



Original thought 


I search for an original thought 

but all I find is a shell 

and like a dead beetle emptied 

long ago of hemolymph 

it falls apart in my clumsy hands — 

sheets of iridescent sculptured beauty 

fall into the shadow of moulding leaves 

and shine no more. 


Thoughts 75 



Mind 


anxious mind seized engine dried 
up fuming smoke — panicked mind 
j ellyfish-delicate j ellyfish-vicious 
venom-burnt death — angry mind 
burning sun endless sand burning 
skin burning bones — tired mind 
thick tar bottomless depths diseased 
drowning rat — stupid mind sodden 
sponge dripping dirt clogged rancid 


76 Thoughts 



Shipwreck 


Weight the rope that attaches you to the shore 

crusted with an accumulation of guilt, shame and weariness 

sodden with salt tears, moulding with neglect 

pulling you closer to the land till you’re finally wrecked 

and, echoing with the sweet drumming of raindrops 

can rust with relief into the sand 

metal was not made to float, hammered into hollowed-out 
carcasses 

full of gas, pushed this way and that by the wind 
we are of the land — and should, and shall, return. 


Thoughts 77 



A gift of our love 


It’s a feeling, not a meaning 
that makes me love you. 

It’s a life, not a place 
I inhabit with you. 

And our deaths will be ours, 
only ours, 

to feel so bitterly — 

a gift of our love, 

unwrapped with trembling hands. 


78 Thoughts 



Weighed down 


lugging a backpack down dusty trails 
carrying washing to the machine 
savour the fragrant air, enjoy the feel 
of your life weighing you down 


Thoughts 79 



A feeling 


A feeling 
attempts escape 
slides bravely 
over the ledge 
and climbs 
silently 

down my cheek 

and when that pioneer 

of emotion 

wets my lips 

the words can flow 

free again. 


80 Thoughts 



The gorge 


A silver-blue stream 
cuts through the gorge 
that I stare down all day. 

This side is mossy rock 
with trees stuck straight out. 
The other is lost in cloud. 

Birds wheel on their sides 
making my head spin. 

I scramble and slip on this slope 
scraping a living, 
wondering what it’s like 
on the other side. 


Thoughts 81 



Why is this? 


Confronted by the yellow sun 
on a powder-coated steel fence 
surrounding a patch of overgrown wasteland 
backed by a deep grey smudge of raincloud 
I wonder why I no longer have the humour 
to join fully in my son’s imaginative play 


82 Thoughts 



A passing breeze 


eyes of light 
with lids of leaves 
hoverfly thoughts 
in a world of trees 
and I drift through — 
a passing breeze 


Thoughts 83 



A statement about obsession 

My obsessions are like a planetary gear — the thing spins 
inside me, then a clutch engages and I’m spinning around it. 

This is not a poem, just a statement in poetical form. 


84 Thoughts 
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Autumn - haiku 


87 



the train murmurs 
past old woods in rain 
a crow shits 


sharp-lobed leaf 
printed on the path 
by fungus 


first sunrise seen 
after long summer days 
chilling beauty 


denim jacket 

hanging from the last tree 
with any leaves 


88 Autumn - haiku 



hot noon sun 

but the shadows point 

to winter 


skeletal leaf 
unmoved by the wind 
while others whirl 


autumn’s spores 
drift on the purest air 
to block my nose 


like smoke 
evening cloud rises 
filled with fire 


Autumn - haiku 89 



park at dusk 
a clear autumn sky 
immense silence 


horse chestnut leaves 
like a slender moth’s wings 
rolled and ragged 


wet ground, dry air 
the first storm gathers 
its scattered leaves 


a fallen leaf 

perfectly fitting the hole 
worn in a flagstone 


90 Autumn - haiku 



big droplets fall 

light rises as spray and steam 

and the sign glows 


a white sky 

these trees, that building 
— and nothing! 


right at the top 

only the youngest shoot 

still has leaves 


my heart feels 
like it’s on the floor 
with the leaves 


Autumn - haiku 91 



saffron robes dropped — 
the trees proudly naked 
holding their breath 


in thin grey light 
my son and I dozing — 
gulls ride thermals 


church spire cutting 

into a dark wedge of cloud — 

waiting for the fall 


the flag rope 
rapidly ringing 
the last leg 


92 Autumn - haiku 



the wind blows 
and now the rain falls 
under this tree 


The umbrella hides 
a crow’s sudden angled flight 
under thick rainclouds — 
three flies zigzag aimlessly 
as heavy drops start to fall. 


horse chestnut 
like a paper fan 
droops in rain 


courtyard wind 
stealing a chip paper 
hungry crow 


Autumn - haiku 93 



Against hot bricks, 
impatient to move on, 
a drift of leaves. 

Dried by this summer sun, 
blown by these autumn winds. 


crisp curling leaves 
long shadows of railings 
brushing my shoes 


a vapour trail 

cuts through a summer sky 

late September 


the autumn poems 
that come easily to mind 
are hard for the soul 


94 Autumn - haiku 



at autumn’s end 
a ring of dancers swirls 
before the crowds 


leaves pressed 

against the playground fence 
wanting to run free 


gust-blown leaves 

land back on the branches 

— ah! sparrows! 


dark turned earth 
around the memorial 
marigold heads 


Autumn - haiku 95 



the only sun 
on an overcast day 
almost hurts 


golden branches 
shoot up to the cold sky 
like fireworks 


autumn walk 

the ground dry and cold 

nature closes 


96 Autumn - haiku 



97 



98 



Worlds 


99 



Two trees, time, light 

Morning: a park tree 
with bold yellow leaves 
glows in the spotlight 
of the low sun 

flanked by dark green neighbours. 

Night: a roadside tree 

a gaudy shock of colour 

huddled close around 

a cold streetlight 

alone in the monochrome night. 
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An invisible thread 


In the sad days 

between summer and autumn 

as a thin rain falls 

I see a tiny brown leaf 
hanging a foot above the leaf litter 

suspended on an invisible thread 
strung by a caterpillar or spider 

the leaf twirls calmly 
as if enjoying its temporary reprieve 

how long will it hang there 
swinging in the breeze? 

0 
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Black-orange night 


A pale orange crescent moon waits, behind clouds, 
behind trees 

hanging over the railway bridge that workmen clad in bright 
orange are cleaning with pressure hoses 

on the hot, still night before the hottest day, they predict, 
on record. 

A day that, it turns out, fails to take the record, disappointing 
newspaper editors with their prepared headlines 

and yet waves of heat and rain and thunder still make the air 
dance and people talk of nothing else 

and the moon at sunset hides fully behind a churning mass 
of cloud. 
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The storm-cape 


Masked streetlights pulse like lighthouses 
as trees duck and dance — 
hunched bulls teased by the storm, 
leaning into sweeping capes of rain. 

The electrical buzz of water on dry earth, 
silent violet-grey flashes, 
molten drips of light from the streetlights 
falling into darkness like tears on a pillow. 
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The death-print of a moulding leaf 


tree’s hand-mark on grey tarmac 
tracing out each vein and crack 
living gauntlet, gently thrown 
challenge made by wood on stone 
fading, fungal stencil-spray 
lasting symbol of decay 
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Sycamore seed 

Fallen sycamore seed, 
your new colours — 
bruised burgundy and green 
signal decay 

You ply the time-worn route, 
meandering 
across the bay of shade, 
downward to death. 



Memories of India 


hazy spring evening 
above the ridge the sun burns 
the plain below glows 
a dream of bronze India 
delirious and restless 


crawling up steep hills 
begging at the mountains’ feet 
earth stands to meet us 
a dream of grey India 
impenetrable, crumbling 


the roads wind through trees 
pockets of alpine sweetness 
with tourist tarmac 
a dream of green India 
otherworldly, ordinary 
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drinking from the source 
throats pierced by glacier ice 
purity fades fast 
a dream of blue India 
flowing, seething, rushing on 


with a mask of grime 
and throats swollen and burning 
we try not to gag 
a dream of brown India 
the festival of life’s filth 


cities shift like tides 
the march of mortality 
shuffling through the heat 
a dream of red India 
dancing, laughing and crying 
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Icelandic air / Catch and Keep a Leaf 

In the days we’re trying for a child 
the air feels Icelandic. 

I think of our honeymoon on Crete. 

Tiny oval leaves are scattered, 

mingling with blueish stones embedded in tarmac. 

More of them fall in a sharp gust, 
and instinctively I catch one; 

Catch and keep a leaf 
That’s never touched the ground 
A little luck will Iftyou 
All the long year round 


108 Worlds 



Flood light 


The last ragged leaves blown 
into golden drifts in the gutters 
block the drains — wide puddles 
reach across the road. 

The film of water splashed across 
the pavement by passing vehicles 
glows with the bright steely blue 
of the cold, clear sky 
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Behind glass 


A leaf spirals upwards. 

The sky is split in two — 
ragged light-grey below, 
dense charcoal-grey above. 

The only warmth to the eye 
is beige masonry paint. 

Yet, staring out at the bleak scene 
I feel more miserable to be isolated from it 
behind glass. 
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Things in a puddle 


leaves that were already pressed into the pavement 

before the rain fell 

and others that fell onto the puddle 

after it had pooled 

grass suspended in the space 

between the two 

scattered seeds that barely dent the surface 
only breaking reflections of sky 
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In this space: 


tall weeds 
concrete walls 
a hidden allotment 
among electrical cabinets 
on a raised platform 
just outside a station. 

There is: 

a window that’s more reflection than transparency 
that no other eyes look at, or through. 
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that anxious time — 
the place in winter’s heart 
where colour dies 


the last leaves 
in this icy wind 
wave farewell 


curls of breath 
write the perfect poem 
in cold air 


A cleaning sign 
slides up to my foot 
in the wind 
in an empty station 
waiting to go home. 
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against grey sky 
there’s only half a gull 
I sit and soar 


every drop 

that drums on my umbrella 
is a death knell 


even I 

find it depressing 
this bare park 


damp earth cutting 
the train gliding onwards 
magpie rising 


Winter - haiku 117 



Three streaks of white 
where the station’s bright lights 
reflect in rain — 
corrugated plastic 
cracked and dulled by mildew 


purple mist 

pierced by orange light 
and ghost trees 


leaves in a storm 

streak sideways under streetlights 

there and then gone 


a cone of mist 

lit by my bike light 

greets the half moon 
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dusting of frost 
branches glow skywards 
light made solid 


pale blur 

a white pigeon’s flight 
past tired eyes 


those months have come 
when my lunchtime walk 
is in shadow 


safely inside 

the soft flakes of sleep 

are settling 
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under old trees 
trying to read Basho 
mind drifting 


I wake in fog 
feeling sad and anxious 
she makes me go 


petty arguments 

the day wasted yet again 

April rains fall hard 


Japanese knife 
halfway around the world 
bleeding finger 
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rising dust whirls 
around him as he stands 
watching thoughts dance 


tears seep out 

as I clench my eyes shut 

butterfly wings 


are those noises 

the first of the fireworks? 

... the dishwasher 


stuck on this train 
after all this time 
still in London 


Life - haiku 123 



between the trees 
glowing blue in the sun 
hangs diesel smoke 


a hiss rises 

as I step from the train 
I see the trees 


Zen Haiku joke 

a squirrel 

and a man smoking 
cross the road 


I send a haiku 
to tell you how I am 
you don’t get it 
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I slow down 
walking near the wall 
warmed by sun 


bright trilling 
overwhelmed by trains 
blurred morning 


Watching a wren 
with eyes that won’t focus 
in cold, still air. 

Dark leaves heavy with mist 
after an argument. 


Clear horizon 
imagine the distance 
south to those trees. 

Then turn round and cycle 
north into the city. 
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our son sleeps 
in another room 
so do I 


handful of nuts 
in the dead of night 
punch the pillow 


Unfocused vision 

full of waving leaf-shadows 

— my mind is elsewhere. 

Sit under a tree a while 
till all the shadows are gone. 


I escape from 
the fantasy of life 
onto the path, 
but again and again 
seek that leaky shelter. 
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fallen flowers 

crimson on wet pavement 

raise your umbrella 1 


on my wrist 

your dropped hairband 
till tonight 


summer evening 
let’s go to the pub 
and chase our son 


holding my breath 
walking past a smoker 
— unmown daisies 


1 In Hong Kong in 2014 and 2019, democracy protests became violent. Umbrellas used for protection 
from pepper spray became a symbol of the movement. 
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Cough 


coughing fit 
crawling on the bed 
old beetle 

coughing fit 
crumpled on the sill 
dry moth’s wings 

coughing fit 
sitting on the floor 
cold statue 

coughing fit 
alone in the night 
dog barking 
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heat 

prickling 

dry skin and throat 

tickling 

cough 


sleep won’t come 
so I go looking 
in the kitchen 


looking in 

cluttered room — Buddha statue 
back facing out 


city pavement — 
recoiling from people 
brushed by a leaf 
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writing haiku 
delayed by a minute 
had to — stop 


reclaiming me 
as the water drains 
— gravity’s grip 


buffeting wind 
racing down tunnels 
underground 


like a slug 
I slide into a mug 
of coffee 
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busy train 
a woman humming 
her child to sleep 


thunderstorm 

air charged with static 

your skin exposed 


pinched frown of cloud 
darkness on one side — 
migraine starting 


commuters rush 
leaves scattered in a gust 
tumbling down steps 
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tongue poking out 
my son solves riddles that 
words can’t answer 


too much wine 

harsh words pour out freely 

pain in my chest 


voice muffled by wind 
ears clogged with traffic noise 
grey isolation 


in thick, deep dreaming 
buses climb impossibly 
and an alarm sounds 
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floating naked 

from the mountain above 

sulphurous steam 


swearing and sighs 
thumping on the mattress 
trains thunder past 


pigeons perching 
curled up with my son 
gripping onto sleep 


curled up sobbing 
a toy insect offered 
— daddy stop crying 
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they embrace 

watching their dog shitting 

in autumn leaves 


the rope ringing 
as it slaps the flagpole 
spray stinging skin 


shrill noise at dawn 
dead smoke alarm battery 
birds’ lively chirp 


My son’s birthday 
prevents melancholy 
as the year ends — 
until I remember 
how I suffered last year. 
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Such an effort 

to wrench my head upright 

and face the world. 

The low afternoon sun 
glares with disapproval. 


I sit here 

with my legs crossed 
lotus-style 
only because 
my feet are cold. 


reflected 

in a spreadsheet 

pigeons soar 


blinking awake 
half-suns scattered across 
my retina 
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do you mind, mouse 
the noisy creatures that live 
below your floorboards? 


stormy day 

I dodge between waves 
of tantrums 


nose prevents sleep — 
not worth a headline 
but ruins my week 


thirteen years 
after my concussion 
— a Give Way sign 
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the wind pierces 

the weave of my jumper 

I crave her warmth 


an old sock 
in discarded drawers 
soaking up the rain 


silver helmet 
locked to the bike rack 
for another year 


men scurry 

checking the train door 
a rat flees 
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streaming eyes 
choking on vomit 
“help me daddy!” 


enjoy the heat — 
while the Amazon burns 
we barbeque 


at the top 

before my glasses steam up 
I catch the view 


through the park 
playing chicken 
with a crow 
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a rough night 
I need to drink water 
so I can cry 


cacophony 

seagulls on a warehouse 
waves of traffic 


train lights pulse 
through trees on the ridge 
out of focus 


Persistent cough — 

I stop trying to sleep 
and write poems. 

Throw off the covers, 
throw open the window 
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2 am 

a hum somewhere 
of something 


The pleasure 

of being the slowest person 
on the platform. 

Let the crowd push past, 
let the day’s work wait. 


feeling sick 
next to a fag butt 
a stag beetle 


breathing 

dehumidifier 

humming 
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the last day — 
cloud shadows creep 
over quiet hills 


Joblist: plan kitchen 
to fit in new dishwasher. 
No time: washing up. 


I sew my clothes 
but just to look better 
— they still leak 


pause to remember 
tie up threads of memory 
a life is over 
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Heart flutters 1 


heart flutters 
death knocking gently 
from within 


fear 

sobbing with fear 
my heart 


for convenience 
I sleep in the other room 
scared I’ll die alone 


on the bus 

to a heart appointment 
a dead fox 


The soft drumming 
of rain on the window. 
Counting heartbeats... 
Then counting syllables, 
forgetting to be scared. 
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arrhythmia 

we dance out of time then 
drop exhausted 


Decaying log — 

my aging heart seen through 

dhamma’s clear lens. 

Matter moves then stops 
and I dissolve myself. 


my heart beats on 
through colds and insomnia 
— perfect health! 


My dancing heart — 
perfect recovery 
after each trip. 

You lead and I’ll follow — 
we’ll dance until we drop. 


1 In 2019 I developed ectopic heartbeats — an early beat followed by a large gap and a strong recovery 
beat. The sensation is very disconcerting, but after 6 months of worry, consultations, tests and waiting, it 
was assumed to be a nerve misfiring, and of no concern. The dramatic thumping recovery beat is actually 
one of many layers of backup systems working as intended. A heart problem is a hell of a reminder of 
your mortality though. 
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in the shelter 

of trees gently entwined 

two birds share warmth 


why so sad? 

watching my wife and son 
years tug my sleeve 


the old branch 
feels the crow perching 
till wings spread 


you must live to die 

let death mark years of service — 

a badge of honour 
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nature’s best moments 
are those you don’t look for 
and don’t write down 


things that happen 

are just things that happen 

and nothing else 


Winter morning — 

our world a silhouette 

on perfect blue, 

cut out of nature’s heart — 

a twisted impression. 


happiness 

is a good umbrella 

in a rainstorm 
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a limb twitches 

the last leaf of thought 

refuses to fall 


why do we dress 
to suit seasons’ colours 
yet mourn the change? 


Resist the urge 
to photograph leaf prints 
on the pavement. 

No beautiful death mask 
can preserve this moment. 


safely sheltered 

more pleasure in a storm 

than a calm day 
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my son sees 

only the next puddle 

a leap of faith 


with a book 
a mosquito killed then 
identified 


Leave no trace on Earth 

but sketches of truth and love, 

drawn in darkest ink, 

on sheets of bright memory 

milled and pressed in untouched woods. 


in the forest 

I’ve never seen a bear 

or a Buddha 
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memorial 

hanging down the cliff face 
a tangled fence 


five minutes pass 
on a stormy clifftop 
fearing collapse 


Each breath’s the last 
of a momentary life — 
watch the sun rise! 

Gasp as a new life comes, 
embrace it with your heart. 


consciousness sparks 

the heap of dry old thoughts 

smoulders once more 
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Blinding white sun 
bleaches away colour 
from this thin world. 

People seem like cut-outs — 
shadows on paper screens. 


a new awareness 
watching the path I walk 
face to the wind 


Dancing light — 
the illusion slides 
past my eyes, 
its slippery shapes 
teasingly formless. 


scattered lichen 
on a scraping of loam 
crawling with ants 
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do you gasp 

at the detailed beauty 

of old skin? 


down this road 
the Himalaya 
the heavens 


flickering sun 
through twitching eyelids 
the world — a dream 


mist-numbed world 
angry with the sun 
for leaving 
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life — 

contains fear of death 
and death 


I write poems 

with the unfolding beauty 

of each footstep 


epic poems 
never out of print 
our footsteps 


blackbird’s clear gaze 
I’m crushed by the thought 
I’m no buddhist 
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Matted hair, 

clumped seaweed at low tide — 
water recedes, 

goosebumps revealed, glistening 
barnacles in the sun. 


old men 
in their solitude 
cry like babies 


my son will love 
a photo I imagine 
when I’m dead 


the dying frog 

the newborn drop of rain 

ancient atoms 
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the railway rat 
up and down the tracks 
has no ‘issues 5 


I throw things out 

wish that meant i’m buddhist 

but know the truth 


no feeling comes 
the cherries on the path 
are just there 


Existence - haiku 155 



Buddha waiting 


Every time 
I go for a walk 
I’m buddhist. 

Buddha comes with me: 
companion and guide. 

But I don’t 

invite him back home — 
old habits. 

He’s willing to come 
but I always forget. 

So he waits, 

and never complains — 
thinks: “one day...” 

I hope that he’s right 
and is always there. 
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Translations into 4-6-length lines 

These aren’t true translations, rather exercises 
in reconfiguring English versions I’d read 
(and considered not to have a structure that 
did justice to the subject matter) into my pre¬ 
ferred 4 & 6 syllable line lengths. The versions 
I’d read are listed in the reference below but not 
reproduced here. 

The final haiku is one of the most moving 
poems I’ve ever read, and Chiyo is, along with 
Issa, one of my favourite haiku writers. 

There’s plenty of discussion of this poem 
online, and better (if wordier) translations than 
mine, but the point is the poet is remembering 
her dead son’s hobby of catching dragonflies 
in the fields, and imaging him carrying on his 
game in the afterlife. 
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Fuji’s smoke wisps 
yield to wind and are lost 
in empty sky 
Taken too are the fires 
that used to burn in me. 

Saigyo 

William R. Lafleur, Awesome Nightfall, p59 


I’ve always known 

that I would take this path. 

But yesterday 

I had no idea 

that today was the day. 


Ariwara No Narihira 

Kenneth Rexroth, One Hundred Poems from the Japanese, p58 


dragonfly hunt — 
he plays far away now 
I wonder where... 


Chiyo-ni 

Curtis Hidden Page & Earl Miner collected in The Classic Tradition of 
Haiku, Ed. Faubion Bowers, p48. 
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A collaborative family haiku 


20/04/19- 

Graham: 

Kate: 

Conrad: 


Conrad two years and four months old. 


the weather turns hot 
should I bring my coat, or not? 
more this-one sausage 
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